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Tom Lawrence, µInfectious Fear: the Rhetoric of Pestilence in Middle English Didactic 
Texts on Death¶  
 
The arrival of the bubonic plague in England in 1348 had a devastating impact on late 
medieval English society. Modern scholars estimate that the epidemic claimed the lives 
of around a third to a half of the English population within the space of eighteen months, 
while medieval chroniclers believed the scale of mortality to be even greater, estimating 
that only one in ten, or at best one in five, survived the plague.1 Given that bubonic plague 
was one of the most devastating pandemics in human history, one might expect to find an 
abundance of references to the disease in contemporary literary works, but they are in fact 
relatively uncommon.2 Only a handful of references to the disease survive in Middle 
English literary texts, leading scholars such as Siegfried Wenzel to deduce that the impact 
RQWKHEXERQLFSODJXHRQODWHPHGLHYDOLPDJLQDWLYHOLWHUDWXUHZDV³VSDUVH´3 Although 
this claim seems reasonable at first glance, further research is needed to appreciate the 
influence and wider significance of the disease in Middle English literature. To date, the 
role of pestilence has been examined in a small number of isolated literary texts, primarily 
the works of Geoffrey Chaucer, William Langland, and John Lydgate. The most recent 
and wide-UDQJLQJVWXG\RIWKHGLVHDVHLQODWHPHGLHYDOOLWHUDWXUHLV%U\RQ/HH*ULJVE\¶V
Pestilence in Medieval and Early Modern Literature, which examines the earliest 
responses WRWKHSODJXHLQWH[WVIURPYDULRXVJHQUHV:LOOLDP/DQJODQG¶VPiers Plowman, 
*HRIIUH\&KDXFHU¶V3DUGRQHU¶V7DOH and Moses and Pharaoh of the York Cycle, as well 
as two later fifteenth-FHQWXU\ UHVSRQVHV -RKQ /\GJDWH¶V Dietary and A Doctrine for 
Pestilence, DQG :LOOLDP %XOOHLQ¶V Dialogue against the Fever Pestilence *ULJVE\¶V
central argument is that medieval authors interpreted bubonic plague along the same lines 
as theologians and doctors: as a divine punishment for sin. In their literary works, he 
advises, they consistently associated immoral behaviour with illness, and sought to 
                                                 
1
 Horrox, ed. The Black Death, 3. 
2
 Medieval writers referred to the bubonic plague using a variety of non-specific terms such as morality, 
epidemic, plague, qualm, or pestilence. Of these terms, pestilence occurs most frequently in late medieval 
English texts. It is important to point that the word pestilence could refer to any infectious fatal disease; an 
outbreak of bubonic plague; as well as evil, harm, sin and disaster. The purpose of this essay is not to survey 
all literary uses of pestilence in late medieval texts but to trace the rhetorical use of pestilence, defined 
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provide their readers with practical advice about how to avoid the disease and death by 
DEVWDLQLQJIURPVLQ+HZULWHV³,QWKH0LGGOH$JHVLWDSSHDUVWKDWOLWHUDWXUHZDVDPHans 
by which medical information could be disseminated to the general population. Through 
WKLVGLVVHPLQDWLRQSHRSOHSURWHFWHGWKHPVHOYHVIURPSODJXHDQGWUHDWHGWKRVHLQIHFWHG´4 
While some medieval theologians, doctors and authors undoubtedly 
comprehended sin as a cause of the pestilence and recommended that readers abstain from 
specific sins in order to avoid illness and death, there is another explanation for the role 
of pestilence in literary texts that has yet to be thoroughly explored. Namely, that the 
widely held belief that pestilence was a divine punishment for sin may have been 
deployed by medieval authors for rhetorical purposes. This essay argues that medieval 
writers employed the idea of pestilence as an endemic infectious lethal disease (the 
rhetoric of pestilence) to encourage readers to reflect on broader matters of corporal and 
spiritual health. It stresses that medieval readers feared bubonic plague, not only because 
of the threat it posed to their bodily health, but because of the serious spiritual 
implications of dying in an unprepared, sinful state. $V&ROLQ3ODWWQRWHV³WKHODVWWKLQJ
WKDWWKHSODJXHSHUPLWWHGZDVDJRRGGHDWK´DQGWRGLHVXGGHQO\ZLWKRXWKDYLQJEHHQ
absolved of their sins would have been a terrifying prospect to medieval audiences.5 
,QGHHGDµEDG¶GHDWKFRXOGMHRSDUGLVHRQH¶VVDOYDWLRQSRWHQWLDOO\H[WHQGLQJWKHLUVWD\LQ
purgatory ± the pains of which were believed to be worse than anything known on earth 
± or worse still, sentencing them to eternal damnation in hell.6 The rhetoric of pestilence 
thus served to reiterate and add urgency and relevancy to Christian teachings about the 
preparations for death. This explanation is particularly intriguing given that, while 
references to bubonic plague in medieval English literary works are few and scarce, they 
appear most frequently in texts which have a didactic intention and share the common 
theme of death, such as Geoffrey Chaucer's Pardoner's Tale, John Lydgate's Danse 
Macabre, The Castle of Perseverance, Disputation between the Body and the Worms, and 
the carol of moral counsel, µMan, be Wys, and Arys¶. By examining references to bubonic 
plague in fourteenth- and fifteenth-century texts unified by theme and didactic agenda 
                                                 
4
 Grigsby, Pestilence in Medieval and Early Modern Literature, 179. 
5
 Platt, King Death, 100.  
6
 Ibid.YL/HZLV³)UDPLQJ)LFWLRQZLWK'HDWK´, 163. 
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rather than approximate date of composition, this essay offers a new, less generalised 
interpretation of the epidemic that takes into account not only the wider historical and 
religious culture in which they were written and read, but also the literary contexts in 
which they appear.  
One of the earliest and most famous references to bubonic plague in Middle 
(QJOLVKOLWHUDWXUHDSSHDUV LQ*HRIIUH\&KDXFHU¶V3DUGRQHU¶V7DOH. 2QHRIWKHWDYHUQ¶V
patrons, drinking in a tavern early in the morning, enquires about the identity of a corpse 
being carried to his grave. The tavern boy replies: 
It was me toold er ye cam heer two houres. 
He was, pardee, an old felawe of youres, 
And sodeynly he was yslayn to-nyght, 
Fordronke, as he sat on his bench upright. 
Ther cam a privee theef men clepeth Deeth, 
That in this contree al the peple sleeth,     
And with his spere he smoot his herte atwo, 
And wente his wey withouten wordes mo. 
He hath a thousand slayn this pestilence.7  
 
The significance of plague in this passage has been interpreted in several ways. Grigsby 
DUJXHVWKDW&KDXFHULVKHUHPDNLQJ³DVRFLDOVWDWHPHQWWKDWLGHQWLILHVVLQDVWKHFDXVHRI
WKHSHVWLOHQFH´8 According to Grigsby, the principal sin that Chaucer has in mind is that 
of gluttony, which is represented throXJKWKHULRWHU¶VH[FHVVLYHFRQVXPSWLRQRIDOFRKRO
He argues that Chaucer was aware that excessive drinking was believed by contemporary 
doctors and priests to make individuals more susceptible to plague, and therefore sought 
to disseminate this health warning to his readers in the hope that they would protect 
themselves from the disease by modifying their consumption of alcohol.9 In other words, 
&KDXFHUZDQWHGWRVKRZKRZWKHULRWHU¶VH[FHVVLYHGULQNLQJPDGHKLPYXOQHUDEOHWRWKH
                                                 
7
 Chaucer µ3DUGRQHU¶V 3URORJXH¶ DQG µ7DOH¶ Benson, ed. Riverside Chaucer, 671-9. All subsequent 
references refer to this edition and will be made by line number in the text. 
8
 Grigsby, Pestilence in Medieval and Early Modern English Literature, 117.  
9
 Ibid., 116.  
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pestilence and ultimately brought about his demise. Peter Beidler offers another 
interpretation of the role of pestilence in the 3DUGRQHU¶V7DOH, arguing that the plague 
VHWWLQJLVFUXFLDOWRRXUXQGHUVWDQGLQJWKH3DUGRQHU¶VFKRLFHRIexemplum and motivation 
for telling it.10 7KH3DUGRQHU¶Vexemplum shows repeatedly that death targets the sinful, 
represented here by the drunken rioter, in order to urge the pilgrims to rid themselves of 
sin by purchasing pardons from him. For Bielder, the pestilence is just one of the ways 
by which death claims of the lives of the sinful in the 3DUGRQHU¶V7DOH³'HDWKWDNHVE\
poison, blade, or plague, those who so live that they deserve to die. The Pardoner wants 
WRZDUQKLVDXGLHQFHWKDWLIWKH\DUHVLQIXO'HDWKZLOOWDNHWKHP´11 The plague setting of 
the 3DUGRQHU¶V7DOH, Biedler maintains, is significant because it provides insight into the 
characterisation and motivations of the Pardoner, who incites fear of the pestilence in 
order to frighten his fellow pilgrims into buying pardons from him. 
While Grigsby and Beilder are right to assert that the pestilence is presented as a 
deadly punishment for sin in the 3DUGRQHU¶V7DOH, they do not explore how this causal 
relationship between immorality and pestilence could have been utilised by Chaucer and 
other medieval authors for rhetorical purposes. 7KH3DUGRQHU¶V7DOH, as a didactic work 
dealing with the theme of death, utilised the rhetoric of pestilence to encourage greater 
reflection on sin, death, and the lasting implications of dying in an unprepared, sinful 
state, a grisly fate that was more likely in an age of plague. This argument could be 
challenged on the grounds that the 3DUGRQHU¶V7DOH is not strictly a didactic work nor does 
it have an explicitly stated didactic agenda. After all, the Pardoner tells his audience that 
KHFDUHV³QRWK\QJIRUFRUUHFFLRXQRIV\QQH´DQGSUHDFKHVIRUQRUHDVRQRWKHUWKDQ
JUHHG³,SUHFKHRIQRWK\QJEXWIRUFRYHLW\VH´'HVSLWHWKH3DUGRQHU¶VK\SRFULV\
and unscrupulous motivations though, he is an effective preacher capable of persuading 
others to repent their sins, as he boasts ³)RUWKRXJKP\VHOIEHDIXOYLFLRXVPDQ_ A moral 
tale yet I yow tellHNDQ´-60), and ³<HWNDQ,PDNHQRRWKHUIRONWRWZ\QQH_ From 
avarice and soore to repente" (429-30). )XUWKHUPRUHWKH3DUGRQHU¶V tale takes the literary 
form of an exemplar ± a short story employed by medieval preachers in their sermons to 
illustrate a moral principle ± which he tells at the request of his fellow pilgrims who ask 
                                                 
10
 %HLGOHU³ThH3ODJXHDQG&KDXFHU¶V3DUGRQHU´, 257.  
11
 Ibid., 261.  
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for a moral story from wKLFKWKH\PD\OHDUQVRPHWKLQJXVHIXO³VRPPRUDOWKLQJWKDt we 
PD\OHHUH_VRPZLW´-7KHUHIRUHZKLOHZHPD\TXHVWLRQWKH3DUGRQHU¶VPRUDOLW\
there are persuasive reasons for thinking about the 3DUGRQHU¶V7DOH as a didactic work. 
Indeed, if we accept the 3DUGRQHU¶V 7DOH as a quasi-didactic work, we can better 
understand the rhetorical role of pestilence in the text.   
The rhetoric of pestilence appears in the context of a violent murder: 
 
It was me toold er ye cam heer two houres. 
He was, pardee, an old felawe of youres, 
And sodeynly he was yslayn to-nyght, 
Fordronke, as he sat on his bench upright. 
Ther cam a privee theef men clepeth Deeth, 
That in this contree al the peple sleeth,     
And with his spere he smoot his herte atwo, 
And wente his wey withouten wordes mo. 




attacked by Death such as this were a common sight in late medieval England, particularly 
in Books of Hours, the prayer books owned by wealthy laymen and women.12 Philippa 
Tristram associates the iconography of Death as a frightful attacker of the living with the 
³SUHYDOHQFH RI VXGGHQ GHDWK LQ WKH WLPH RI WKH SHVWLOHQFH´13 This is an interesting 
VXJJHVWLRQ DV &KDXFHU¶V 'HDWK LV VDLG WR KDYH VODLQ ³D WKRXVDQG >«@ WKLV SHVWLOHQFH´
 ,W LVUHDVRQDEOHWRDVVXPHWKDW WKHWDYHUQ¶V³IRUGURQNHQ´SDWURQDORQJZLWK the 
thousand others who succumbed during the outbreak of pestilence, died suddenly in an 
unshriven state and, as a result, would have jeopardised their salvation. 
 Having established both the sudden and violent manner by which Death slayed 
WKHWDYHUQ¶VSDtron, and the likelihood that the victim died in a sinful, unconfessed state, 
                                                 
12
 Duffy, Marking the Hours, 4.   
13
 Tristram, Figures of Life and Death, 117.  
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Grigsby suggests, there is another less literal interpretation of the drunkenness in the 
3DUGRQHU¶V7DOH. ,WLVFOHDUIURPWKHTXRWDWLRQWKDWWKHULRWHU¶VGUXQNHQQHVVZDVFDXVHG
by overindulgence in worldly pleasure which left him physically and spiritually 
vulnerable and unprepared at the point of death.15 His drunkenness can thus be interpreted 
as a metaphor for his spiritual passivity, ignorance and lethargy, which is intriguing given 
that the deceased rioter is not the only drunken individual in the PardoQHU¶V7DOH. The 
WDYHUQER\WHOOVXVWKDWKHZDV³DQROGIHODZH´RIWKHWKUHHPXUGHURXVEURWKHUVDQG
they themselves are drunk before Prime when they vow to slay death. Furthermore, two 
of the brothers are murdered by the youngest who laces their wine with a deadly poison. 
7KH\FRPSODLQWKDW'HDWK³DOOHRXUHIUHHQGHVVOHHWK´VXJJHVWLQJWKDWWKHSHVWLOHQFH
has taken other sinful individuals like themselves. The association with alcohol does not 
stop here: the Pardoner ± who makes no secret of his immoral behaviour in his prologue 
± GULQNV³FRUQ\DOH´DVKHWHOOVKLVWDOHDVGRRWKHUPHPEHUVRIWKHSLOJULPDJH 
Drunkenness emerges, then, as a sign of spiritual complacency and neglect in the 
3DUGRQHU¶V7DOH. The spiritual drunkenness of the rioters is such that they behave in a 
manner that would have seemed foolish and perilous to medieval Christian audiences, 
especially in an age of pestilence when death could come suddenly and without warning. 
The sins of rioters are many (pride, excessive drinking, oath breaking, betrayal, murder) 
and in stark contrast with other characters in the exemplum, such as the tavern owner, the 
boy, and the old man; it is through these characters that the traditional Christian lessons 
about active preparation for death are conveyed.16  
+DYLQJGHVFULEHGWKHµIRUGURQNHQ¶ULRWHU¶VGHDWKWKHER\RIIHUVVRPHDGYLFHWKDW
his mother taught him: 
                                                 
14
 It is interested to note that John M. Bowers interprets the drunkenness as a social metaphor for physical, 
psychological anG VSLULWXDO GLVHDVH LQ %RZHUV ³Dronkenness iV )XO RI 6WU\YLQJ´, 757-84. Similarly, 





Mundi¶6HHDOVR$GHOPDQµ³7KDW:H0D\/HHUH6RPH:LW´¶, where she interprets the rioters attempt 
to kill death as a symptom of their spiritual disease (97). 
16
  +HOHQ&RRSHULGHQWLILHVµWKHVLQVRIJOXWWRQ\DQGGUXQNHQQHVVJDPEOLQJ³KD]DUGU\H´DQGEODVSKHP\
FROOHFWLYHO\NQRZQDVWKH³WDYHUQVLQV´¶LQWKH3DUGRQHU¶V7DOH. Cooper, Oxford Guides to Chaucer, 265. 
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Me thynketh that it were necessarie 
For to be war of swich an adversarie. 
Beth redy for to PHHWHK\PHYHUHPRRUH¶-3) 
The boy warns the rioters of the importance of preparing themselves to meet an adversary 
such as Death and of being ever ready for that encounter. This advice is similar to the 
spiritual guidance about the Christian preparations for death found in texts associated 
with the Ars Moriendi, popular late medieval manuals on the craft of dying.17 7KHER\¶V
advice is endorsed by the tavernkeeper who describes how death has devastated a nearby 
village, claiming the lives of men, women, children, labourers and servants 
indiscriminately: 
µµ7KHFKLOGVHLWKVRRWKIRUKHKDWKVOD\QWKLV\HHU 
Henne over a mile, withinne a greet village, 
Bothe man and womman, child, and hyne, and page; 
I trowe his habitacioun be there. 
To been avysed greet wysdom it were, 
Er that he GLGHDPDQDGLVKRQRXU¶¶-91) 
 
,WZRXOGEHYHU\ZLVH WKH WDYHUQNHHSHUXUJHVKLVXQUXO\SDWURQV WR DFFHSW WKHER\¶V
advice before Death harms them. This prudent and proactive approach to death is 
embodied by another character in the exemplum: the old man whom the rioters encounter 
on their quest to slay death. The figure of the old man provides an example of how to lead 
a Christian life in an age of plague when death could come suddenly and too soon. The 
old man describes hiPVHOIDVD³UHVWHOHHVNDLW\I´DQLPSDWLHQWFDSWLYHRIWKHZRUOG
He is ready to meet death; in fact he seeks it. He knocks the earth with his staff and asks 
LWWRDFFHSWKLPKHVD\VKHZRXOGEHZLOOLQJWRH[FKDQJHKLV³FKHVWH´KLVERG\
and worldly coffin), for a burial shroud. The old man has readied himself for death but 
DFFHSWVKHPXVWZDLW³DVORQJHW\PHDVLWLV*RGGHVZLOOH´+HQRWRQO\HPERGLHV
WKHER\¶VDQGWDYHUQHU¶VDGYLFHDERXWWKH&KULVWLDQSUHSDUDWLRQIRUGHDWKEXWDSSHDOs to 
                                                 
17
 For more information on the popularity of the Ars Moriendi in the fifteenth century see Beaty, The Craft 
of Dying. 
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WKH ULRWHUV WR FKDQJH WKHLU LPPRUDO EHKDYLRXU ³*RG VDYH \RZ WKDW ERJKWH DJD\Q
mankynde | And yow DPHQGH´-7).  
  The rhetorical role of pestilence in the 3DUGRQHU¶V7DOH is complex. While the 
pestilence is presented as a divine punishment for immorality in the 3DUGRQHU¶V7DOH, it 
LVQRWFOHDU WKDW&KDXFHU¶VVROHDLPZDV WRSURYLGHPHGLFDO LQIRUPDWLRQDERXWKRZWR
DYRLG LQIHFWLRQ LOOQHVV DQG GHDWK 7KH FUX[ RI *ULJVE\¶V DUJXPHQW LV WKDW PHGLHYDO
authors disseminated medical information to their readers in order to help them avoid 
corporal illness and mortality. Yet the threat of pestilence extended beyond the physical; 
WKHGLVHDVHZDVIHDUHGEHFDXVHRIWKHLPSDFW LWFRXOGKDYHXSRQRQH¶VVSLULWXDOKHDOWK
which, in the medieval Christian culture, wDVEHOLHYHGWREHIDUPRUHLPSRUWDQWWKDQRQH¶V
temporal, bodily wellbeing. This belief is made clear in the Ars Moriendi  ³7KRXJK
ERGLO\GHDWKEHWKHPRVWGUHDGIXORIDOOIHDUIXOWKLQJV>«@\HWWKHVSLULWXDOGHDWKRIWKH
soul is as much more horrible and detestable as the soul is more worthy and precious than 
WKHERG\´18 Chaucer utilised pestilence as a rhetorical device urging readers to reflect 
upon their mortality, their spiritual health, and prospects of salvation. Beidler argues that 
WKH3DUGRQHU¶Vexemplum seeks to frighten the pilgrims into believing that death targets 
the sinful and, in doing so, profit from the selling of pardons. The implication here is that 
the pilgrims may have sought to rid themselves of sin in order to avoid death, yet the 
apSHDORIWKH3DUGRQHU¶VSDUGRQVZDVQRWRQO\WRSURWHFWDJDLQVWLOOQHVVDQGPRUWDOLW\EXW
to safeguard their salvation, to ensure that, if the pilgrims were to die suddenly, their souls 
ZRXOGSURJUHVV³LQWRWKHEOLVVRIKHDYHQ´DVSURPLVHGE\WKH3DUGRQHU(912). The threat 
RISHVWLOHQFHRIDVXGGHQDJRQLVLQJGHDWKQRWRQO\HQGRUVHVWKH3DUGRQHU¶VVHUYLFHVEXW
underpins the importance of actively preparing for death in an age of pestilence. The 
pestilence is then presented as a danger not only to the mortal body but the eternal life of 
the soul; it serves to condemn the reckless immoral behaviour of rioters, the dangers 
presented by spiritual drunkenness, and advocate a more proactive, strategic approach to 
mortality.  
 The rhetoric of pestilence is not only present in the 3DUGRQHU¶V 7DOH but in a 
number of other fifteenth-century didactic texts on the theme of death, including John 
                                                 
18
 Horrox, The Black Death, 345. 
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/\GJDWH¶V(QJOLVK WUDQVODWLRQRI WKH)UHQFKDanse Macabre, which is thought to have 
been composed around the year of 1426. The text provides instruction on the art of death 
by staging a series of fatal encounters between Death personified and social stereotypical 
figures drawn from the three estates.19 $UHIHUHQFHWRWKH³VWURNHRISHVWLOHQFH´DSSHDUV
LQWKHSRHP¶Vverba translatoris: 
2>܌@HHIRONVKDUGHKHUWHGDVDVWRQH 
Which to the world / haue al your aduertence 
Like as hit sholde / laste euere in oone 
:KHUH\V܌RXUZLWWHZKHUH\V܌RXUHSURXLGHQFH 
To see a-forne the sodeyne / vyolence 
Of cruel deth / that ben so wyse and sage 




individuals in the 3DUGRQHU¶V7DOH/\GJDWH¶VUKHWRULFRISHVWLOHQFHLVDLPHGDW³KDUGH
KHUWHG´UHDGHUVZKRRYHULQGXOJHLQZRUOGO\SOHDVXUHVDQGOLYHOLIHDVLILWZHUHHQGOHVV
The text at once constructs an audience that is unprepared to die and highlights the perils 
of sudden death. The prospect of a sudden and unprepared death would have been 
understandably terrifying to medieval audiences. For medieval Christians to achieve a 
µJRRG¶ GHDWK WKH\ ZRXOG QHHG WLPH WR VHWWOH WKHLU ZRUOGO\ DQG VSLULWXDO DIIDLUV 7KH\
ZRXOG KDYH ZDQWHG WR GLH ³LQ D VWDWH RI SUHSDUHGQHVV WKDW KH VKRXOG EH µVKULYHQ¶
DEVROYHGRIKLVVLQV´21  
In the verba translatoris, Lydgate presents the pestilence as a deadly, highly 
contagious and fast-acting disease which makes the threat of a sudden, imminent and 
unprepared death a real possibility. The pestilence serves the rhetorical purpose of 
                                                 
19
 For a discussion of estates satire in The Canterbury Tales see Jill Mann, Chaucer and Medieval Estates 
Satire: The Literature of Social Classes and the General Prologue to the Canterbury Tales. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1073.  
20
 Lydgate, The Dance of Death, 1-8.  All subsequent references refer to the A Version of the text unless 
otherwise stated, and will be given by line number in the text.  
21
 Binski, Medieval Death: Ritual and Representation, 40. 
This is an Accepted Manuscript of an article published by Taylor & Francis in English 





frightening readers and encouraging them to contemplate their mortality; a meditative 
practice which medieval preachers and moralists saw as a valuable part of the 
preparations for death.22 The rhetoric of pestilence cDQWKHQEHVHHQWRIXUWKHUWKHWH[W¶V
moral and religious didactic programme set out in its prologue: 
 I obeyed / vnto her requeste 
 Ther of to make / a pleyne translacioun 
 In Inglisshe tunge / of entencioun 
 That prowde folkes whiche that ben stoute & bolde 
 As in a myrrowre / to-forn yn her reasoun 
 Her owgly fine / may clierli ther be-holde. 
 
 By exaumple / that thei yn her ententis 
 A-mende her life / in eueri maner age 
 The whiche daunce / at seint Innocentis 
 Portreied is / with al the surplu[s]age 
 To schewe this worlde / is but a pilgrimage 
 ܋HXHQYQ-to vs / owre lyues to correcte (ll. 27-38). 
 
Lydgate envisaged his Danse Macabre DVDVSLULWXDOUHVRXUFHZKLFKZLOOHQDEOH³SURZGH
IRONV´ ± his imagined fearless, arrogant and obstinate audience ± to reflect upon the 
WHUULI\LQJHQGWKDWDZDLWVWKHP7KHWH[W¶VGLGDFWLFVWUDWHJ\LVWRSURYLGHH[DPSOHVRIWKH
transience of life and ultimately persuade readers to amend and correct their lives. The 
rhetoric of pestilence should then be understood as a straWHJLFSDUWRIWKHWH[W¶VGLGDFWLF
SURJUDPPHDQ³H[DPSOH´VKRZLQJKRZGHDWKFDQVWULNHVXGGHQO\23 Although the Danse 
Macabre is not strictly in the literary tradition of the Ars Moriendi, it nevertheless offers 
readers important Christian advice on the art RIGHDWK³GRFWULQH´WKDW/\GJDWHZRXOGKDYH
known well as a member of the Benedictine order: 
 ܋HPDLVHQHKHUHGRFWU\QHIXOQRWDEOH 
 ܋RZUHOLIHWROHGHZKLFKHWKDW\VPRrtal 
                                                 
22
 +RUUR[³3XUJDWRU\3UD\HUDQG3ODJXH´, 93. 
23
 For a discussion of literary motifs relating to death in the Danse Macabre see Tristram, Figures of Life 
and Death, 168-6P\WK³3HVWLOHQFHDQG3RHWU\-RKQ/\GJDWH¶VDanse Macabre´, 39-56. 
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 Ther bi to lerne / in [e]special 
 +RZ܌HVFKXOOHWUDFHthe daunce of machabre (ll. 43-6). 
 
The rhetoric of pestilence is utilised once again to underpin the importance of actively 
preparing for death. When Death invites the Physician to dance, he replies: 
Ful longe a-gon / that I vn-to phesike 
Sette my witte / and my diligence 
In speculalif / & also in practike 
To gete a name / thurgh myn excellence  
To fynde oute / a-܌HQVSHVWLOHQFH 
Perseruatifes / to staunche hit & to fyne  
But I dar saie / shortli in sentence  
A-܌HQVGHWKH is worth no medicyne (ll. 425-32) 
 
The Physician explains that he tried to develop remedies against the pestilence but now 
recognises that there is no medicine that can protect against death. In the B Version of the 
text, the Physician gives a different response which makes an interesting distinction 
between bodily and spiritual wellbeing:  
Allas to long / and to myche to phisik 
For lucre I plye[d] / al my bisynesse 
Bothe in speclacion / & in practik 
To knowe & konne / al bodely siknesse 
But of gostly helthe  / I was reklesse 
Wher-fore shal helpe nother herbe nor roote 
Nor no medicine / sauff godis goodnesse  
For a-geyns deth / is fynaly no boote. (ll. 473-80). 
 
The Physician explains that he strived to understand and cure all kinds of bodily sickness, 
EXWZDVUHFNOHVVZLWKUHJDUGWRKLVµJRVWO\KHDOWK¶+HQHJOHFWHGKLVVSLULWXDOZHOOEHLQJ
and realises that neither knowledge nor medical treatment can defend against death. The 
rhetoric of pestilence is employed here not only to assert the omnipresent threat of 
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mortality; it also demonstrates that, since mortal death is unavoidable, spiritual health is 
PRUHLPSRUWDQWWKDQWHPSRUDOERGLO\ZHOOEHLQJ/\GJDWH¶VHPSOR\PHQWRIWKHUKHWRULF
of pestilence in the Danse Macabre LVVLPLODUWR&KDXFHU¶VLQWKH3DUGRQHU¶V7DOH. Both 
authors present the plague as an unstoppable endemic cause of bodily, and sometimes 
spiritual, death, encouraging their readers to contemplate mortality and turn their attention 
to the spiritual health of the soul.  
 The rhetoric of pestilence performs a similar didactic role in another fifteenth-
century literary work, The Disputation between the Body and Worms. The authorship and 
exact date of the composition of the Disputation is unknown, though the only known copy 
of the text survives in a single manuscript of Carthusian provenance, London, British 
Library Additional MS 37049, which was produced in Northern England between the 
years 1460-1500.24 In this debate poem, a pilgrim has a dream in which he overhears a 
debate between the rotting body and the worms that consume it in WKHJUDYH7KHSLOJULP¶V
vision occurs during a period of high mortality due to many diseases including the 
pestilence: 
 
In þe ceson of huge mortalitie,  
Of sondry disseses, with þe pestilence 




and the importance of dying well, is of paramount importance. In the same way that 
Chaucer presents his readers with positive and negative Christian role models (through 
the characterisation of the rioters, the boy, tavern keeper and old man), so too does the 
Disputation poet present readers with different approaches to the threat of pestilence 
through the characterisation of the pilgrim narrator and the rotting body of the 
noblewoman.   
                                                 
24
 For more information about London, British Library Additional MS 37049, see Brantley, Reading in the 
Wilderness.   
25
 Conlee, ed. A Disputation between the Body and Worms, 1-3. All subsequent references refer to this 
edition and will be made by line number in the text. 
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 The pilgrim narrator responds to the threat of pestilence by undertaking a 
pilgrimage; he is moved by conscience to tend to his spiritual health. This detail is 
significant since in the later Middle Ages pilgrimages were understood as one way by 
which an individual could prepare the soul for journey after death, potentially shortening 
its stay in purgatory and assisting its entry into heaven.26 There are also other indications 
RI WKHSLOJULP¶VH[HPSODU\&KULVWLDQFKDUDFWHU LQ WKHSRHP:KHQ WUDYHOLQJRQDKRO\
day, he wanted to find a church to attend mass. When he finds an abandoned church, he 
prays with his rosary beads before a devotional image:  
 
I knelyd me downe & to my prayers went, 
With lawe obeysaunce mekyd me downe 
 To ane yPDJHZLWKJUHWGHXRFLRQH¶-4).  
 
At the end of the poem, the pilgrim explains his active role in the making of the text: 
 
With þis I woke fro slepe sompnolent, 
Or of a slomery meditacone;  
To a holy man of hye excellent 
Mefed I þis dreme & strange vysion 
Whilk bad me put it vndir scripcion,  
Als nere as I cowde remembyr me verely,  
In als fayir langage as I cowde godely, 
 
Vnto þe reders þinge delectabyll, 
And a monyscyon both to styr & to mefe 
Man & woman to be acceptabyll  
Vnto our Lord, & al lustes for to lefe 
Of warldy þinges, whilk dos þaim grefe 
And þe more rather to call vnto mynde 
Oure Saueour & to Hym vs bynde. Amen. (205-18) 
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The pilgrim explains that a holy man instructed him to record his visionary experience as 
accurately as possible in writing for the spiritual benefit of others. The Disputation has a 
similar didactic purpose to 7KH3DUGRQHU¶V7DOH and Danse Macabre: it aims to stir and 
move readers to abstain from worldly pleasures and prepare their souls for judgement. 
The pilgrim figure serves as a role model for the cautious reader: he is an individual 
actively preparing his soul for death during the time of pestilence when such spiritual 
precautions are necessary.  
 The Disputation also provides the reader with an example of how not to respond 
to the threat of pestilence through the figure of the proud noblewoman who refuses to 
accept her mortality and objects to her treatment by the worms sent to destroy her body. 
The debate is a warning of the dangers of failing to live and die well. It also presents an 
opportunity for the poet to convey traditional Christian lessons about the nature and 
implications of death. The debate is full of rhetorical literary motifs associated with late 
medieval death lyrics ± including ubi sunt, the nine worthies, the harbingers of death, and 
an explanation of liturgy and scripture of Ash Wednesday ± which are employed to 
persuade the body that she lived unwisely and failed to adequately prepare for death.27 It 
is not surprising to see references to pestilence employed alongside other rhetorical 
WHFKQLTXHVLQWKLVGLGDFWLFWH[WWKHSRHP¶VVHWWLQJGXULQJDSHULRGRIDKLJKPRUWDOLW\GXH
to the peVWLOHQFH OHQGV XUJHQF\ DQG UHOHYDQF\ WR WKH SRHP¶V ZDUQLQJV DERXW WKH
preparations for death.  
At the end of the debate, the body repents its sins and offers the following advice 
to readers: 
ڻa, now is to late tyme paste to calle agayne,  
As now at þis stownde, bot put me onely  
In þe mercy of our Lord God most sufferayne  
Whilk is for þe best so to do sothely,  
And þat þos on lyfe may hafe space to be redy  
                                                 
27
 These didactic literary motifs are discussed in 0DOYHUQ ³$Q (DUQHVW µ0RQ\VF\RQ¶ DQG µ7KLQJ
'HOHFWDE\OO¶´ Viator, 13 (1982), 415-43. 
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To rememor in þe same wyse also,  
Contynewly þinkynge in þe tyme to cum þerto. (177-83) 
The body recognises that it is too late for her to make amends for her sins, urging those 
who are alive to ready themselves for death and to continually think about its coming. In 
other words, she advises readers to do precisely as the pilgrim has done: to actively 
prepare the soul for death before it is too late. In the Disputation between the Body and 
Worms, the reader is presented with the proud body ± D ILJXUH QRW XQOLNH &KDXFHU¶V
GUXQNHQ ULRWHUV RU /\GJDWH¶V ³SURZGH IRONV´ ± who was too concerned with worldly 
pleasures and failed to prepare adequately. The rhetoric of pestilence is utilised to prompt 
the reader to reflect on the prospect of dying suddenly in a sinful, unconfessed state and 
urge them to make amends.  
The rhetoric of pestilence is exemplified further in the morality play, The Castle 
of Perseverance, which survives uniquely in the so-called Macro Manuscript 
(Washington, DC, Folger Library, MS V.a.354), copied around 1440 in the East 
Midlands.28 The play itself is thought to have been composed earlier in the first quarter 
of the fifteenth century.29 The Castle of Perseverance dramatizes the life of Mankind and 
the ongoing human struggle against sin which culminates in a fatal encounter between 
Death and Mankind. When Death boasts of his power to slay men, his speech is full of 
tropes from late medieval English death lyrics; he points out that there is no defence 
against death (2792-3; 2815), wealth and status are irrelevant in death (2794-99; 2805-
11; 2827-8), and criticises the pride of mankind (2822-7KHGLGDFWLFLVPRI'HDWK¶V
speech is made clear by multiple references to teaching and learning; he refers to himself 
as a teacher who has taught lords and ladies in every land (2795-DQGZLOOWHDFK³DQHZ
OHVVXQ´ WR 0DQNLQG  7KH UKHWRULF RI SHVWLOHQFH DSSHDUV DPRQJ WKHVH GLGDFWLF
warnings about the nature of death and operates alongside them: 
In þe grete pestelens, 
Þanne was I wel knowe. 
But now al-PRVW,DPIRU܌HWH 
Men, of deth, holde no tale; 
                                                 
28
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In coveytyse here good þey gete; 
Þe grete fyschys ete þe smale; 
But whanne I dele my derne dette, 
Þo prowde men I schal a-vale (2816-23) 
 
The figure of Death recalls the pestilence almost nostalgically, as a period of time when 
men were more aware of his presence. He makes the same judgment as Chaucer, Lydgate 
and the Disputation poet: men are now too proud and careless to remember death; they 
have almost forgotten that life on earth is mortal. The implication here is that the 
pestilence ± a period of infectious disease and high mortality rates ± gave rise to a culture 
of actively remembering and preparing for death which, Death claims, has been lost. The 
author of the Castle of Perseverance represents mankind as forgetful, complacent and 
unaware of the fate that awaits them. It is only when Death drives a spear through 
0DQNLQG¶VFKHVWWKDWKHUHDOLVHVWKHVSLULWXDOLPSOLFDWLRQVRIKLVVLQIXOOLIHDQGEHJVIRU
mercy in his dying breath, his last opportunity for repentance and salvation. At this point 
in the play, Mankind appeals to the audience ± ³JRRGPHQ´± to learn from his example: 
Now, good men, takythe example at me. 
Do for youreself whyl ye han spase. 
For many men thus servyd be 
Thorwe the werld in dyverse place. 
I bolne and bleyke in blody ble 
And as a flour fadyth my face. 
To Helle I schal bothe fare and fle 
But God me graunte of hys grace. (2995-3002) 
 
Mankind urges the audience to prepare themselves for death while they have time to do 
so and to thereby avoid the frightening situation that he, and many other men throughout 
the world, find themselves at the point of death. His message is clear: to hell I shall go 
unless God grants mercy. The play concludes with a final plea to the audience that echoes 
0DQNLQG¶VHDUOLHUZDUQLQJDQGSUHVFULEHVWKHVDPHPHGLWDWLYHSUDFWLFHVXJJHVWHGLQWKH
Danse Macabre and Disputation: 
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Evyr at þe begynnynge 
Thynke RQ܌RXUHODVWHQG\QJH-8) 
 
The play urges its audience to save themselves from sin by continually contemplating 
their death as early as possible. It recommends the habitual meditative practice of 
remembering and anticipating death. The author of Castle of Perseverance does not seem 
to be interested in disseminating medical or theological information about the pestilence 
so much as reiterating Christian teachings about the preparation for death. 
 A final example of the rhetoric of pestilence is taken from the fifteenth-century 
carol of moral counsel: µMan, be Wys, and Arys¶, in which the complex relationship 
between sin, pestilence and death is articulated most clearly. The carol encourages the 
reader to contemplate their mortality by reminding them of the lives lost in recent 
disasters: 
Thynk, man, on the dere yeres thre: 
For hunger deyid gret plente, 
Powre and riche, bond and fre, 
Thei leyn dede in euery way. 
 
Thynk, man, on the pestelens tweye: 
In euery cuntre men gunne deye; 
Deth left neyther for lowe ne heye, 
But lettyd hem of here pray.30 
 
The carol urges contemplation on morality caused by famine, reminding the audience that 
a great number of rich and poor men died from starvation. It also encourages reflection 
on the pestilence, warning that men in every country have died and that death spared no 
one, preventing them from praying for mercy. The carol is similar to other fifteenth-
                                                 
30
 Greene, ed. µ0DQEHZ\VDQGDU\V¶. In The Early English Carols, 7-14. All subsequent references refer 
to this edition and will be made by line number in the text. 
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century texts discussed above in its combination of pestilence, warnings about the 
imminence of death and spiritual instruction: 
Lok, man, how thou ledyst thi lyf, 
And how thou spendyst thi wyttes v; 
Go to cherche, and do the schryf, 
And bryng thi sowle in redy way. (30-4) 
 
7KHFDURO¶VVSLULWXDODGYLFHLVVSHFLILFDQGGLUHFWUHFRPPHQGLQJWKDWUHDGHUVcontemplate 
how they lead their lives and actively prepare their souls for death through prayer, the 
confession of sin and penance. The poet utilises the pestilence as a poignant example of 
how one can die suddenly and too soon; it is intended to frighten and motivate readers to 
tend to their spiritual health and begin preparations for death. 
Having examined references to pestilence in a range of Middle English didactic 
texts on the theme of death, it is possible to draw new conclusions about their purpose 
and wider cultural significance. While it is important to recognise that medieval authors 
such as Geoffrey Chaucer and John Lydgate would have been aware of medical and 
theological interpretations of the pestilence, it is not certain that their primary aim was to 
disseminate this information to their readers, nor should we limit the possible meaning of 
pestilence in late medieval literary texts to within the boundaries of what was thought by 
contemporary priests and doctors. After all, medieval authors were not only aware of 
medical and theological information, they were also recipients of other cultural 
information, such as Christian guidance on the preparations for death. It is important to 
bear in mind that medieval authors were more than capable of utilising the concept of 
pestilence for their own rhetorical purposes or, in this case, to support the didactic aims 
of their literary compositions.  
What is clear is that in the hundred years following the initial outbreak of bubonic 
plague, writers addressing the theme of death were drawn to the idea of pestilence as a 
means of urging their readers to contemplate their mortality and make adequate 
preparations for their salvation. Since it cannot be proved that these authors were directly 
influenced by one another, the convergence of thinking about the pestilence in late 
medieval didactic texts is significant. The rhetoric of pestilence as a potential cause of 
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sudden, unconfessed death lent both urgency and relevancy to traditional Christian 
teachings about sin and the spiritual implications of dying in a sinful state. This essay has 
revealed some key rhetorical strategies by which medieval authors encouraged readers to 
reflect on their mortality, worldly existence and salvation. Allegory emerges as a 
SUHIHUUHGPRGHIRUVSLULWXDOHGLILFDWLRQ-RKQ/\GJDWH¶VDanse Macabre provides insight 
into the lives and deaths of individuals drawn from the Three Estates, enabling readers to 
observe the implications of sinful living and an unconfessed death. Similarly, The Castle 
of Perseverance dramatizes the lifecycle of a human showing how, after a battle between 
good and evil forces, the individual finds himself vulnerable at the point of death, spared 
the pains of purgatory and hell only through repentance and the mercy of God. This 
allegorical mode of instruction is also present, though more subtlety, in the PaUGRQHU¶V
Tale and Disputation between the Body and Worms. 7KH3DUGRQHU¶V7DOH presents the 
reader with different approaches to death through the figures of the rioters whom die in 
DQXQFRQIHVVHGVWDWHDQGWKHROGPDQZKRZHOFRPHVKLVGHPLVH&KDXFHU¶VSLOgrims also 
embody different approaches to death, which is significant since they are pilgrims in both 
the literal and metaphorical sense, in that they journey to the shrine of St Thomas Becket 
DW&DQWHUEXU\DQGEHFDXVHDV/\GJDWHUHPLQGVXV³WKLVZRUOGHLVEXWDSLOJULPDJH´
The behaviour of the Pardoner would have been perceived as reckless in an age of plague 
and is in stark contrast to that of other pilgrims, such as the Plowman and his brother, the 
Parson whose tale is a treatise on penitence. The metaphor of life as a pilgrimage 
resurfaces in the Disputation where the reader is presented with two approaches to 
worldly existence through the figures of the pilgrim and the vain noblewoman: the former 
prioritised his spiritual health by undertaking a pilgrimage in a climate of endemic disease 
and death, while the latter invested in temporal, worldly pleasure and refused to take 
responsibility for the fate of her soul until it was too late.  
Each of the texts discussed above advocates a proactive and strategic approach to 
death, urging readers to take greater responsibility for their spiritual wellbeing and 
VDOYDWLRQ7KH\DUHWHVWLPRQ\WRZKDW(DPRQ'XII\KDVGHVFULEHGDV³WKHRYHUZKHOPLQJ
preoccupation of the clergy and laity alike, from peasant to prince, from parish clerk to 
pontiff, with the safe transition of their souls from this world to the next, above all with 
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WKHVKRUWHQLQJDQGHDVLQJRIWKHLUVWD\LQSXUJDWRU\´31 In the Middle Ages, the fate of 
VRXOZDVEHOLHYHGµWRVRPHH[WHQWEHGHWHUPLQHGby things that a person did during their 
OLIHWLPH¶32 and these texts, through their graphic depictions of sinful behaviour, sudden 
death and last minute repentance, encouraged readers to contemplate their demise and 
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